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ABSTRACT 

John Abbot (1751-ca. 1840), the English naturalist-artist, is best remembered for his paintings executed while he 
resided in Georgia. Little is known, however, about his activities when he lived briefly in Virginia from 1773 to 
1775. In the book The Natural History> of the Rarer Lepidopterous Insects of Georgia, authored by J. E. Smith and 
J. Abbot in 1797, are 42 illustrations of butterflies and moths with accompanying text indicating their occurrence in 
both Virginia and Georgia. Some related correspondence with Abbot’s supporters confirms his natural history 
activities while in Virginia. 
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Most of the life and achievements of the English 
naturalist-artist John Abbot (1751-ca. 1840) have been 
well-studied and documented, especially his early years 
in London and later years in Georgia (Remington, 
1948; Stresemann, 1953; Rogers-Price, 1983; Simpson, 
1984; Wilkinson, 1984; Largen & Rogers-Price, 1985; 
Gilbert, 1998; Calhoun, 2006a, b, 2007a, b, c). Less 
well-known are his experiences and accomplishments 
during his brief residency in Virginia, In this paper we 
document a few of the butterflies and moths that Abbot 
reported from Virginia between 1773 and 1775. 

John Abbot was born in London in June 1751. His 
early life included experiences in natural history, such 
as illustrating and collecting insects. He was influenced 
and supported by the London naturalists Dm Drury 
(1725-1804) and George Edwards (1694-1773). He 
developed into a fine natural history illustrator as he 
drew larvae, pupae, and adult insects on their 
hostplants. His natural history interests were honed by 
reading John Lawson’s New Voyage to Carolina 
(1709), Mark Catesby’s Natural History of Carolina, 
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Florida and the Bahama Islands (1731-1743), and 
George Edwards’ A Natural History of Uncommon 
Birds (1743-1751) Abbot recalled that in 1772 he 
’’began to entertain thoughts of going abroad to collect 
foreign insects myself,” adding, ”ln the beginning of 
the year 1773,1 was determined to come to America.. .1 
had met with a hist[ory] of Virginia [probably 
Beverley, 1705] painted in such glowing Colours, & the 
Voyage there being much shorter, I determined on 
Virginia” (autobiography, “Notes on My Life,”  MCZ, 
Harvard University; Remington, 1948). 

Abbot’s travel plans crystallized after he received a 
commission from the Royal Society, as well as from the 
London naturalists Dru Drury and Thomas Martyn 
(active 1760-1816), to collect American natural history 
specimens. Abbot left London in July 1773 aboard the 
Royal Exchange, arriving at the mouth of the James 
River in Virginia on 16 September 1773. On the ship he 
met Parke and Mary Goodall, who were returning with 
provisions for their store in Hanover County. The 
Goodalls invited Abbot to board at their home, where 
he would live for the next two years. Abbot carried a 
letter of introduction from Drury to James Greenway 
(ca. 1703-1794), a physician and botanist in eastern 
Dinwiddie County, Virginia, who had previously sent 
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natural history specimens to Drury. Drury also urged 
Abbot to contact Rev. Devereux Jarrett (1733-1801), 
another ardent botanist in Dinwiddie County who 
provided many insect specimens to Drury Despite 
Drury’s encouragement to learn from these seasoned 
naturalists, their remote locations precluded visits from 
Abbot. Abbot therefore undertook his New World 
studies on his own, improving his skills over time as an 
artist and collector. Like a protective father cautioning 
his son, Drury advised Abbot to “steer clear of party 
affairs... 1 am not ignorant of ye position of the 
Virginians & therefore would recommend it to you in a 
peculiar manner to avoid all disputes” (letter dated 10 
April 1774, Drury correspondence, The Natural History 
Museum, London [BMNH]).  

In April 1774, Drury acknowledged Abbot’s 
success in procuring insects, noting that he had 
collected 570 species, but asked, “will  you not search 
into other parts of Natural History? Particularly the 
Mineralia” (Drury correspondence, BMNH). Abbot 
sent three shipments of insects to his English sponsors, 
but only one reached Thomas Martyn in London, the 
others were forever lost at sea. From the surviving 
shipment Drury took 10 insects, selecting only those 
species represented by three specimens (letter from 
Druiy to Abbot, 28 November 1774). Most of Abbot’s 
570 species were probably lost at sea because Drury 
anticipated a “grand collection” that never arrived. 

Based on a set of drawings and accompanying notes 
by Abbot, the English physician and naturalist James E. 
Smith (1759-1858) published in 1797 The Natural 

History of the Rarer Lepidopterous Insects of Georgia. 

The published volume consisted of text in English and 
French with 104 hand-colored engravings that were 
reproduced from Abbot’s drawings (Calhoun, 2006a), 
which included life-sized figures of the larva, pupa, and 
adult insect of each species, along with their hostplants 
(e.g.. Fig. 1, front cover). Abbot’s detailed original 
drawings are currently preserved in the John Work 
Garrett Library, Johns Hopkins University, while his 
accompanying handwritten notes are deposited in the 
Linnean Society of London. Abbot entitled these 
drawings “A Natural History of North American 
Insects. Particularly those of the State of Georgia. 
Including the changes of the principal Insects of those 
parts, together with the plant or flower each species 
feeds on, in their Natural Colours. Drawn from Nature 
by John Abbot, many Years Resident in those parts. 
With Notes Scientific and Illustrative.” Smith edited 
Abbot’s notes for publication and occasionally altered 
their meaning. For example, Abbot remarked in his 
notes that the “Black & Yellow Swallow tailed 
Butterfly” (Papilio polyxenes F.) was “frequent in 
Virginia, but there is none in Georgia.” Smith changed 

Fig. 1. The Red-spotted Purple, Limenitis arthemis astyanax 

(F.), Plate 10 from Insects of Georgia by J. E. Smith & 
J. Abbot (1797). 

this passage to read, “It  is more frequent in Virginia 
than in Georgia.” Because Smith called the book 
Insects of Georgia, he obviously wanted all of the 
species to occur there. As it turns out, Smith was 
correct about this butterfly; Abbot’s notes for later 
illustrations of this species indicate that it was “not 
common” in Georgia (Calhoun, unpubl. data). Abbot 
had no hand in the production of the book and was 
probably unaware of its publication for some time. By 
1813, however, he was referring to it in correspondence 
(Cahoun, 2007a). 

Bassett (1938) erroneously reported that the book 
included 24 references to butterflies and moths of 
Virginia, but it actually contains 42 such references 
(Table 1). The illustrations in Insects of Georgia 

constitute the principal available evidence for John 
Abbot’s natural history activities in Virginia. Abbot 
lived in Hanover County, thus his explorations were 
presumably limited to that area of eastern Virginia. 
Derived from Abbot’s notes, Smith wrote in the Preface 
of the book, “Georgia affords almost every Virginian 
species, along with many others.” Abbot remarked that 
he had failed to find in Virginia eleven of the species 
that he portrayed among this set of drawings. Most of 
these species are now known to occur in Virginia, 
including the large Cecropia Moth, Hyalophora 

cecropia (L.), which is a widespread resident. Fourteen 
species attributed to Virginia in the book were therein 
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Fig. 2. The Consort, Catocala consors (J. E. Smith), Plate 89 
from Insects of Georgia by J. E. Smith & J. Abbot (1797). 

described by Smith as new to science. 
Abbot’s records continue to provide valuable insight 

into the past faunas of Virginia and Georgia. If  valid, 
his Virginia record of The Consort, Catocala consors 
(J. E. Smith) (Fig. 2, back cover), represents only the 
second report of this moth in the state (S. M. Roble, 
pers. comm,). Abbot remarked in his notes that this 
species is “frequent in the Oak Woods both here 
[Georgia] & in Virginia” (Table 1). Of course, it should 
be kept in mind that similar species were confused in 
Abbot’s day and most remained unknown to science. 
This is also evident in Abbot’s illustrations of the 
“Dingy Skipper Butterfly” and the “Brown Skipper 
Butterfly,” both of which portray more than one species 
(Calhoun, 2006a) (Table 1). Abbot likely completed the 
drawings for Insects of Georgia between the years 1783 
and 1792 (Calhoun, 2006a), at least eight years after 
leaving Virginia. Although Abbot’s recollections were 
sometimes faulty (Calhoun, 2007a), the majority of his 
written and illustrated observations are accurate and 
historically relevant. 

Abbot became dispirited by the political atmosphere 
in Virginia, the loss of many of his specimens, and the 
meager insect populations there. William Goodall, a 
cousin of Parke Goodall who had lived in Georgia, 
convinced Abbot to move to Georgia in early December 
1775. It was there that Abbot expected a more favorable 

situation in which to improve his collecting and 
painting. Drury actually hoped that Abbot would 
relocate to Suriname in South America, an exotic 
locality where numerous natural history specimens had 
been obtained by prior explorers (letter dated 28 
November 1774, BMNH). For the next six decades 
Abbot continued to document the flora and fauna of 
Georgia, chiefly its birds and insects. Abbot’s 
contributions will  continue to be studied by a host of 
librarians, entomologists, ornithologists, botanists, 
historians, and art connoisseurs. 
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